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Burma products they needed through the operations of private
merchants, and Madras adopted the practice of issuing special
licences to European residents to engage in trading voyages to
Syriam, In this way a brisk trade developed between the two
ports.
The revival of English interest in Burma began in 1680, the
year after the Dutch withdrawal. But the removal of Dutch
competition was not its chief cause, notwithstanding the fact
that a Dutchman, named Spar, who claimed to have been the
chief of the Dutch factory at Ava, journeyed to London, while
Madras was considering the question, and persuaded James,
Duke of York, that Burma offered an excellent base for opening
up trade with China overland. The real cause was the spectac-
ular attempt of Louis XIV of France to gain control over Siam.
After its first failure in Burma the East India Company had
transferred its interest to Siam, where it had opened a factory
in 1661. Siam offered far better trading terms than Burma.
By 1680, however, owing to French influence and the hostility
of the ambitious minister, Constant Phaulkon, the English
factory at Ayuthia had fallen upon evil days. The withdrawal of
the Dutch from Burma thus offered the English an opportunity
to renew relations with Ava as a counterpoise for failure in Siam.
By 1686, when it was obvious that nothing could be gained
by reopening the old factory at Syriam, a new plan of quite a
different nature presented itself to the Madras Council. This
was nothing less than the seizure of the island of Negrais, inside
the mouth of the Bassein river on the extreme south-west of
the Irrawaddy delta. Strictly speaking, the project had no
connection with the Burma negotiations; it formed part of a
policy of reprisals against Siam, into which the Company had
been goaded by the piratical acts of a number of renegade
Englishmen, who used the port of Mergut as their base. The
Company wanted a safe harbour on the east side of the Bay of
Bengal, from which it could threaten Mergui and other piratical
bases in the Tenasserim area. The strategical value of such a
place might become even higher, should France, as then seemed
only too likely, achieve political domination over Siam. Inci-
dentally, the Madras Council, when the matter was discussed,
thought that the island belonged to Arakan, not to Burma,